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New York City has long been famous for its architecture. While the sky-
scrapers constitute the quintessential symbol of the city, no other place in 
the United States has so many buildings in such a variety of historic 
styles. The Empire State Building, Metropolitan Museum of Art, St. Pat-
rick's Cathedral, and Rockefeller Center, to name but a few, evoke instant 
recognition throughout the world. 

New York is also renowned for its numerous grand and luxurious 
apartment houses and hotels. Many of the most noteworthy of these were 
designed by Hungarian-born Emery Roth, the city's premier residential 
architect during a career that spanned more than 40 years. As a matter of 
fact, no other architect in the city's history is responsible for more distin-
guished residences than Roth. His wonderful creations abound on New 
York's most fashionable thoroughfares: Central Park West, Riverside 
Drive, Broadway, and Fifth and Park Avenues. Roth was, said his biogra-
pher Steven Ruttenbaum, "a master who could combine eclectic architec-
tural elements into romantic compositions of dignity and grace."1 

Roth was born in the small town of Galszecs, Zemplen County, in 
1871, one of eight children. Despite its modest size, it was an ancient 
town with a history dating back to the 13th century. Its heterogeneous 
population included several hundred Jewish families, among them the 
Roths. 

Young Emery was a very bright boy and was particularly fond of 
drawing. Since his parents owned the town's inn, which also served as the 
centre of the town's social life, the family was relatively prosperous. 
However, they were reduced to poverty when his father died in 1884. 
Given the dire circumstances, it was decided that it would be best for 13-
year old Emery to seek his fortune in America, the land of opportunity. 
Therefore, he left home in the company of a certain Aladar Kiss, who was 
returning to Chicago where he had settled some years previously. 



Upon arriving in New York City, they disembarked at Castle 
Garden, at the southern tip of Manhattan Island, where some three 
decades earlier another Hungarian, the great patriot Lajos Kossuth, first 
set foot in America. While Kossuth had been welcomed by all of the 
city's dignitaries and a frenzied mob numbering hundreds of thousands, 
there was no one to greet Roth. 

Kiss gave money to the boy for a railroad ticket and told him to 
follow him to Chicago. During the trip Roth lost Kiss's address and found 
himself completely alone in the Windy City. Despite his bleak prospects, 
Roth was not discouraged. Extremely resourceful and ambitious, he mana-
ged to earn a living by doing a variety of odd jobs. While apprenticing in 
an architect's office, he found his vocation and pursued it relentlessly. 

His dream began to take shape when he was hired by Burnham & 
Root as a draftsman on the architectural staff of the World's Columbian 
Exposition of 1893. Daniel H. Burnham and John W. Root were two of 
Chicago's most distinguished architects with a long line of impressive 
commissions behind them. Working for them on the massive project gave 
Roth an opportunity to hone and showcase his artistic skills and meet 
Richard M. Hunt of New York City, the dean of American architects. 
Hunt was deeply impressed by the largely self-taught youth's abilities. 
When Roth mentioned that he intended to move to New York at the 
conclusion of the fair, Hunt assured him that there would be a place for 
him in his office. 

Relocating to New York, Roth worked for Hunt, but upon his 
untimely death in 1895 he joined Ogden Codman Jr., a noted society 
interior decorator with a large clientele among the rich. The association 
with these two prominent figures gave Roth an invaluable insight into the 
housing aspirations of the wealthy who were beginning to move, albeit 
reluctantly, into apartments. 

In 1898 Roth decided to strike out on his own. Shortly afterwards 
he married Ella Grossman. Four children were born of their union: Julian, 
Richard, Elizabeth, and Kathrin. 

As with most new enterprises, the beginning was difficult. Many 
of his early commissions, rather modest ones at that, came from the city's 
Hungarian community. Indeed, his first job involved the remodelling of 
the Cafe Boulevard, a popular Hungarian restaurant on lower First 
Avenue. Throughout his life Roth maintained close ties with his fellow 
countrymen, and they, in turn, looked upon him not only as a successful 
and talented architect but the very personification of the American Dream. 



As his reputation grew so did his business and he began to 
concentrate on designing apartment houses, hotels, and apartment hotels. 
Apartment hotels were much in vogue at the time for a variety of reasons. 
One publication succinctly summarized its attractions in the following 
words: "...the city dweller finds combined in the apartment hotel the quiet, 
the permanence and, to a certain extent, at least, the personality, of his 
own house with the conveniences and freedom from responsibility sup-
plied by hotel service, brought to its present perfection."2 

One of Roth's earliest major undertakings was the Hotel Belle-
claire at Broadway and 77th Street.3 Called an "unusual jewel" by 
Christopher Gray, it is one of New York City's best surviving Art Nou-
veau buildings.4 Supported by a skeleton frame rising 10-stories and 
executed in red brick with limestone, terra-cotta and metal detailing, the 
building was regarded a skyscraper. When the Belleclaire opened on 
January 12, 1903, it was among the city's most luxuriously appointed 
hotels. Its roof garden offered guests a spectacular view four or f ive miles 
up the Hudson River. The ground floor contained sumptuous dining 
rooms, a Flemish cafe, and sundry other amenities. 

In 1906 the great Russian proletarian novelist Maxim Gorky, on a 
lecture tour of the United States, took rooms at the Belleclaire with his 
companion, who was registered as his wife.5 When it was found out that 
she was not his lawful wife but Madame Andreieva, an actress, Milton 
Roblee, the hotel's manager, indignantly threw them out, declaring: "My 
hotel is a family hotel, and in justice to other guests I cannot possibly 
tolerate the presence of any persons whose characters are questioned in 
the slightest manner."6 Gorky was ejected from two other hotels, the 
Lafayette-Breevort and the Rhinelander, for the same reason. His prestige 
sank at once to the lowest depths, and he was promptly ostracized. In 
retaliation Gorky wrote The City of the Yellow Devil, a vitriolic attack on 
the American way of life. 

With the eruption of World War I, American residential construc-
tion slowed down and came to a virtual standstill after the United States 
entered the conflict. However, financial setbacks were not the only prob-
lems confronting Roth. In 1918 he was diagnosed with glaucoma.7 

Fortunately the operation he underwent was successful and he lost vision 
in only one eye. No sooner had he recovered from this ordeal when he 
was stricken with influenza that nearly claimed his life. 



The prosperity of the 1920s allowed his business to flourish and 
his practice became one of the largest in the city. Roth's genius was his 
ability to adapt the details of classicism to modern building form. He was 
also a pragmatic and practical-minded businessman, quick to grasp the 
principles of building costs and operating expenses and established 
himself as an expert in real estate. Clients engaged Roth because of his 
reputation as a proficient architect who could maximize the return on their 
investment. Though keenly conscious of the business side of architecture, 
"he possessed a sense of architectural composition that, while intuitive, 
was nevertheless so strong that it allowed his work to transcend the limits 
of ordinary commercial architecture."8 

It was the Ritz Tower that cemented Roth's reputation as one of 
New York's foremost architects for it not only established a precedent in 
high-rise construction but also changed the direction of residential archi-
tecture. Erected at 57th Street and Park Avenue in collaboration with 
Thomas Hastings, the surviving partner of the renowned firm of Carrere 
& Hastings, the 41-story neo-Renaissance style apartment hotel was the 
city's first residential skyscraper and the tallest such structure in the 
world. Some suites were inordinately large, with up to 18 rooms. The 
main restaurant was lavishly decorated with several murals painted by 
Hungarian-born Willy Pogany, one of the era's most commercially 
successful artists.9 

Completion of the building was marked with much fanfare; the 
opening banquet on November 15, 1926, was attended by Mayor Jimmy 
Walker and a host of prominent city officials and leading businessman.10 

The Ritz Tower became a symbol of a new way to live for affluent New 
Yorkers and inspired a new generation of hotels and apartment hotels. 

Not everyone, however, was enthralled with the gigantic edifice. 
Fellow architect Arthur T. North questioned certain design aspects and 
referred to the building somewhat disparagingly as a "skypuncture,"11 

while the respected critic Lewis Mumford, best remembered for his 
perceptive essays on architecture and passionate concern with problems of 
metropolitan development, wondered that while the "Ritz Tower now 
dominates 57th Street, how will it appear when surrounded by other 
skyscrapers?"12 

Replying to North's comments, Roth stated: "After a few studies I 
discarded the obvious solution and attempted, how well or how poorly I 
am not able to say, to express in the design a type of architecture suitable 
for domestic buildings. I did not feel that I was primarily designing a 



tower facade but did the necessary dressing up of a large number of 
liveable rooms containing many windows so placed as to provide good 
lighting and good furniture space within the rooms."13 

Even though today the Ritz Tower is surrounded by other massive 
skyscrapers, its stepped spire remains a unique mark in the skyline. 

In 1927 Roth bequeathed another gem to the city, the Oliver 
Cromwell, 12 West 72nd Street.14 One contemporary writer described it as 
"sumptuously furnished and ideally located in one of New York's most 
desirable home sections... this magnificent hotel has a strong appeal to 
those who appreciate the most their money can secure in the matter of 
living quarters."15 

The exterior of the building was faced with light coloured brick. 
The first three stories were finished in artificial stone of granite-like effect 
above a granite base course. The trim in the upper stories was also of 
similar artificial stone. The entrance foyer was walled with marble and the 
flooring throughout the foyer and the lobby was of patterned ceramic tile. 
The interior decorations of the public rooms of the first story exerted a 
very colourful effect and their furnishings and lighting combined with the 
decorations to give a very rich interior. 

Roth himself was especially proud of the Oliver Cromwell and 
regarded it as the finest building designed by his office. 

W h e n the authoritative American Apartment Houses of Today was 
published in 1926, it listed two of Roth's works, 47 West 96th Street and 
310 West End Avenue.16 However, his best and most memorable creations 
— the San Remo, the Beresford, the Ardsley and the Normandy — were 
yet to come. 

Considered to be one of Roth's masterpieces, the Beresford, 211 
Central Park West, remains to this very day one of the prominent ele-
ments of Central Park West's distinctive skyline. Created at the pinnacle 
of his career in 1929, the massive apartment house was executed in brick, 
with limestone and terra-cotta trim, and ornamented with sculpture 
derived from late Renaissance precedents. Entrance was provided through 
several separate lobbies handsomely detailed in marble and bronze. On 
September 15, 1987, the Beresford was designated a landmark by the 
New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission.17 

Among the apartment houses he designed along the western edge 
of Central Park, Roth's favourite was the San Remo, the city's first twin-
towered building, which he fondly called "The Aristocrat of Central Park 



West." Completed in 1930, the building typifies his adaptation of Italian 
Renaissance forms to high-rise residential design. 

The principal block of the building rises 17-stories high, with 
terraced setbacks from the 14th to the 17th floors. The tops of the towers, 
which actually conceal water tanks, were modelled on the Choragic 
Monument of Lysicrates. The tower apartments were laid out to occupy 
entire floors. An ad for the San Remo called it "as modern as a flying 
boat, as luxurious as the lie de France and designed for people who are at 
home on both. Birds in the sky are your only neighbors." 

Prominent residents have included a galaxy of motion picture and 
TV stars: Dustin Hoffman, Diane Keaton, Mary Tyler Moore, Faye 
Dunaway, Eddie Cantor, Zero Mostel, and Tony Randall.18 Two fictional 
tenants of the building were Oscar Madison and Felix Unger of the 
popular Odd Couple TV series. Felix Unger was played by Tony Randall, 
himself an actual resident. It was at the San Remo that the beautiful Rita 
Hayworth died from Alzheimer's disease. Another long-time resident was 
boxing champion Jack Dempsey. 

In conferring landmark status upon the building on March 31, 
1987, the Landmarks Preservation Commission called it an urbane 
amalgam of luxury and convenience, decorum and drama.19 In the opinion 
of numerous architects and architectural historians, the Beresford and San 
Remo are among the city's very finest classically inspired apartment 
houses. According to his biographer: "No one ever built anything like 
them again, not even Roth."20 

Near the Beresford and San Remo is another one of Roth's superb 
creations, the Ardsley. Completed in 1931, it has been described by one 
writer as "a Mayan-influenced pile that is, in terms of facade decoration, 
Central Park West's most elaborate Art Deco work."21 

Collaborating with the firm of Margon & Holder, Roth became 
involved in the design of an enormous luxury apartment house at 300 
Central Park West, named the Eldorado. Completed in 1930, it was, like 
the San Remo, a twin-towered structure and remains to this very day "one 
of the finest and most dramatically massed Art Deco residential buildings 
in the city."22 

Among the famous tenants of the Eldorado was Sinclair Lewis, 
who lived there during the winters of 1943 to 1946.23 The author of such 
classics as Main Street, Babbitt, Arrowsmith, and Elmer Gantry, and the 
first American to win the Nobel Prize for literature, rented a showy 
penthouse duplex. He called the building "Intolerable Towers," but 



nevertheless spent almost $10,000 on furniture, drapes, and rugs. Writing 
to a friend, Lewis described the huge apartment with its panoramic view 
of the Hudson and East Rivers as "a cross between Elizabeth Arden's 
Beauty Salon and the horse-stables at Ringling Circus Winter headquar-
ters: 29 floors up in the air,..." 300 Central Park West was also the 
fictional address of "Marjorie Morningstar," the heroine of Herman 
Wouk's popular 1955 novel. 

The stock market crash of 1929 did not instantly affect architects 
and construction. But as the Depression took a firm grip on the nation, 
commissions became scarcer with each passing year. Architects, drafts-
men, and their colleagues joined the growing number of unemployed. 
Roth too laid off most of his employees, albeit reluctantly. He wrote in 
his memoirs: "It is not easy to discharge men who have worked for one 
for years and then too I assumed, like many others, that after a stagnation 
of a year or two, building would start up again. Prosperity was just 
around the corner. I could afford to carry what I viewed as a temporary 
burden and so I reduced my office force very slowly."24 

Forced to economize, Roth and his wife in 1932 moved into a 
small suite in the Alden Hotel, a building he himself designed five years 
before. In 1935 he took his two sons in with him, changing the name of 
his firm to Emery Roth & Sons. 

When the grim effects of the Depression started to fade away and 
demand for residential construction picked up, Roth resumed his activities 
in earnest. 

Overlooking the Hudson River at 140 Riverside Drive, the twin-
towered Normandy, built in 1938-39, was the last of his grand pre-World 
War II apartment houses.25 Deemed by many architects and critics as 
among his very best, it combines Italian Renaissance forms with new 
Moderne features. Andrew Alpern's Historic Manhattan Apartment 
Houses describes it as: "Highly visible, beautifully designed and still 
largely intact, the building symbolizes the grand era of twentieth-century 
urbanism, and is a true landmark of the Upper West Side."26 

Even though Roth's name will be forever linked to luxury apart-
ment houses, he also designed accommodations for the less wealthy of 
New York. His Goldhill Court Apartments, completed in 1909 on Union 
Avenue in the Bronx, were intended for middle-income earners.27 

Roth was one of the jury at the competition held in 1921 by the 
Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York, the Merchants' Associ-
ation of New York, the Advisory Council of Real Estate Interests, and the 



Real Estate Board of New York, with the cooperation of the Phelps-
Stokes Fund, aimed at stimulating the development of better and more 
economical types of tenement houses.28 He also served on the jury of the 
competition held by the Phelps-Stokes Fund in April 1933 for plans 
involving the proposed development of a typical New York City block 
(200 ft by 400 ft) of "improved" tenements. 

When Julius Miller, president of the Borough of Manhattan, 
called together of committee of builders in 1931 to consider the problem 
of proving adequate housing at moderate rates for the average wage 
earner, Roth's submission was one of two deemed having the greatest 
possibilities.29 His design of the typical floor contained 2 three-room 
suites, 6 two-room apartments, and 2 one-room suites, each with its own 
foyer, kitchen or kitchenette, and bath. Living rooms were generally 11 ft 
by 19 ft and smaller, while bedrooms varied from 9 ft by 12 ft to 9 ft by 
16 ft. 

Given that Roth's reputation rests on his vast array of apartment 
buildings and hotels, it is often forgotten that he designed a number of 
fine houses of worship.30 Erected in 1903 for Congregation Adath Jeshu-
run of Jassy, the Erste Warshawer, 60 Rivington Street, was one of the 
great synagogues of the Lower East Side. Mixing Vienna Secessionist 
motifs with Hungarian vernacular style, the First Hungarian Reformed 
Church, 344 East 69th Street, dates from 1915. The diminutive edifice is 
on the US Department of the Interior's National Register of Historic 
Places. Now housing the Gospel Mission of Baptist Church, Temple B'nai 
Israel, 610 West 149th Street, boasting a sanctuary covered by a massive 
dome and capable of accommodating 1,300 worshippers, was constructed 
from 1921 to 1923. The Baptist Tabernacle, built in 1928-30 at 168 
Second Ave., was home to a variety of ethnic — Italian, Polish and 
Russian — congregations. The Labor Temple, 214 East 14th Street, the 
city's most radical church, was completed in 1924, and the Chelsea 
Presbyterian Church, 214 West 23rd Street, two years later. Roth also 
designed a temple for the Congregation of the Sons of Israel31 and the 
Synagogue Ahavith Achem,32 both in Brooklyn. 

Despite his busy work schedule, Roth found time to socialize and 
participate in professional and civic affairs; he was a member of the 
American Institute of Architects, National Democratic Club, City Athletic 
Club, Metropolis Club, and the Central Synagogue.33 

Throughout his long and fruitful career Roth was often honoured 
by his peers and various groups. He won first prize of the Brooklyn 



Chamber of Commerce for the apartment house at 35 Prospect Park West. 
Early in 1948 the New York Chapter of the American Institute of Archi-
tects awarded Roth its Apartment House Medal for his design of 300 East 
57th Street.34 Already in poor health, he didn't live long to enjoy this 
latest honour; he died on August 20, 1948. His wife had passed away five 
years earlier. 

After his death his sons Julian and Richard and grandson Richard 
Roth II carried on his practice as Emery Roth & Sons. Today, the firm 
known as Emery Roth & Partners LLC maintains its offices at 1841 
Broadway. While Emery Roth's practice was concentrated on residential 
buildings, his descendants have acquired an enviable reputation for 
designing office towers. Their creations in Manhattan include the Look 
Building, General Motors Building, Colgate-Palmolive Building, Pan Am 
Building, Sperry Rand Building, the ill-fated World Trade Center, and the 
Merchandise Mart along with the Bronx High School of Science and an 
array of luxury hotels and apartment complexes. Equally impressive is 
their work in other parts of the country and abroad. 
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